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(57) The invention relates to a system and method 
for printing overlays (16) for electronic display 
devices (14) which prints overlays (16) when an 
item is associated with an electronic shelf dis- 
play (14). A database contains identification 
information for the products associated with 
the electronic shelf displays (14) and identifi- 
cation information for the electronic shelf dis- 
plays (14). A computer terminal (12,32,40) 
retrieves the product information associated 
with the electronic shelf displays (14) from the 
database (20,38,44) and sends the product in- 
formation to the printer (18,42) in a queue. A 
printer (18,42) prints the overlays (16). In a first 
embodiment, the printing occurs in a store. In a 
second embodiment, the printing occurs out- 
side the store, preferably by the vendor of the 
electronic shelf displays (14). For this purpose, 
a computer terminal (13,32) at the store 
downloads product information to another 
computer terminal (40) located with the vendor. 
The vendor takes care of printing the overlays 
(16) and attaching the overlays (16) to the elec- 
tronic shelf displays (14) in order to reduce the 
store labor required to install the system. 
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The present invention relates to electronic dis- 
plays such as electronic shelf labels, and more spe- 
cifically to a system and method for printing overlays 
for electronic display devices. 

Electronic shelf label systems typically include a 
plurality of electronic displays for each item in a store. 
The electronic displays are coupled to a central ser- 
ver from where prices for all of the displays can be 
changed. 

In order to reduce the cost of such systems, only 
a limited amount of information, including price infor- 
mation, is displayed electronically. Item descriptions 
and product codes are not likely to change. Therefore, 
such information is typically displayed through signs 
or overlays attached to the electronic shelf label. 

Known methods for labeling electronic shelf dis- 
plays are labor-intensive and occur one product at a 
time. A store employee obtains the overlay informa- 
tion, or new overlay information for an existing over- 
lay, for the one product. After the information is col- 
lected, it is printed to form an overlay. The store em- 
ployee must then return to attach the overlay to its re- 
spective electronic shelf label. 

It is an object of the invention to provide a system 
and method for facilitating the printing of overlays for 
attachment to electronic shelf displays. 

According to a first aspect of the present inven- 
tion there is provided a system for printing a plurality 
of overlays containing item information for attach- 
ment to new electronic shelf displays which are locat- 
ed at a place where the items are sold, the system be- 
ing characterized by a database containing the infor- 
mation regarding the items and identification infor- 
mation identifying particular electronic shelf displays; 
a printer for printing the overlays; and a computer ter- 
minal for matching selected item information to select- 
ed identification information, and for sending the 
matched item information to the printer for printing. 

According to a second aspect of the present in- 
vention there is provided a method of printing a plur- 
ality of overlays for a plurality of electronic shelf dis- 
plays, the method being characterized by the steps of: 
a) obtaining item information relates to items for dis- 
play and information identifying each electronic shelf 
display; b) organizing said item information into over- 
lays utilizing a computer terminal; c) executing an 
overlay printing application which creates an overlay 
print queue corresponding to selected shelf displays 
as identified by said identification information; and d) 
causing the overlay printing application to print the 
overlays in the print queue. 

It is a feature of the present invention that new 
overlays are printed when an item is associated with 
an electronic shelf display. 

In a first embodiment, the system is located in a 
store. The store performs the tasks of printing the 
overlays and attaching them to their respective elec- 
tronic shelf displays. 



In a second embodiment, the printing and attach- 
ing steps occur outside the store, preferably by the 
vendor of the electronic shelf displays. For this pur- 
pose, a computer terminal at the store downloads 
5 product information to another computer terminal lo- 
cated with the vendor. The vendor takes care of print- 
ing the overlays and attaching the overlays to the 
electronic shelf displays in order to reduce the store 
labor required to install the system. 
10 An embodiment of the present invention will now 

be described, by way of example, with reference to 
the accompanying drawings in which:- 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a first embodiment of 

the system of the present invention; 
15 Fig. 2 is a block diagram of a second embodiment 

of the system of the present invention; 

Fig. 3 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation 

of the first embodiment of Fig. 1; and 

Fig. 4 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation 
20 of the second embodiment of Fig. 2. 

Referring now to Fig. 1, electronic shelf label sys- 
tem 10 includes server 12, electronic shelf displays 
14, overlays 16, overlay printer 18, and database 20. 

Server 12 controls operation of system 10. Price 
25 and other information displayed at each of electronic 
shelf displays 14 may be changed by server 12. Ser- 
ver 12 also controls printing of overlays 16 which are 
mounted on electronic shelf displays 14. 

Electronic shelf displays 14 preferably display 
30 price information for adjacent merchandise items, al- 
though additional information may also be displayed. 
Electronic shelf displays 14 may be coupled to server 
12 through wire cables or through wireless transceiv- 
ers mounted in both electronic shelf displays 14 and 
35 server 12. 

Overlays 16 are mounted on electronic displays 
14 and include printed information such as item de- 
scriptions, item bar code labels, item identification 
numbers, and promotional information. Overlays 16 
40 may be made of paper or plastic, and may be attached 
using adhesives or special fasteners. 

Overlay printer 18 prints overlays 16. Many over- 
lays may be printed at the same time when standard 
letter-size adhesive paper is used. 
45 Database 20 organizes product information and 

electronic shelf displays identification numbers. 

Turning now to Fig. 2, an alternative embodiment 
30 of the system of the present invention is shown. Al- 
ternative embodiment 30 includes server 32, elec- 
50 tronic shelf displays 34, overlays 36, database 38, 
factory server 40, factory overlay printer 42, and fac- 
tory database 44. 

Server 32 controls operation of the in-store por- 
tion of system 30. Prices displayed at each of elec- 
55 tronic shelf displays 34 may be changed by server 32. 

Electronic shelf displays 34 preferably display 
price information for adjacent merchandise items, al- 
though additional information may also be displayed. 



BNSOOCID: <£P 0676738A2> 



V 

f 



3 



EP 0 676 738 A2 



4 



Electronic shelf displays 34 may be coupled to server 
32 through wire cables or through wireless transceiv- 
ers mounted in both electronic shelf displays 34 and 
server 32. 

Overlays 36 are mounted on electronic displays 
34 and include printed information such as item de- 
scriptions, item bar code labels, item identification 
numbers, and promotional information. 

Database 38 organizes product information. 

Factory server 40 matches product information 
downloaded from server 32 with electronic shelf dis- 
play identification numbers, and controls printing of 
overlays 36. Here, the term factory refers to the elec- 
tronic shelf display factory. Thus, the matching proc- 
ess and labeling process require less store labor than 
previous methods. 

Factory overlay printer 42 prints overlays 36. 

Factory database 44 organizes product informa- 
tion and electronic shelf display identification num- 
bers. 

Display labeler 46 attaches overlays 36 to elec- 
tronic shelf displays 34. Overlays 36 are preferably 
printed on adhesive paper in serial fashion so that 
each overlay may be more easily severed from the 
rest and separated from its non-adhesive backing by 
display labeler 46. After the adhesive backing has 
been removed, display labeler 46 aligns the overlay 
36 with the electronic shelf display 34. 

Turning now to Fig. 3, the overlay printing method 
associated with Fig. 1 begins with START 50. 

In step 52, server 12 obtains a product identifica- 
tion code for each merchandise item from inventory 
database 20. 

In step 54, server 12 obtains identification num- 
bers for each electronic display. These identification 
numbers and the corresponding locations of electron- 
ic shelf displays 14 may also be stored in a database. 

In step 56, server 12 matches each product iden- 
tification code to a unique electronic shelf display 14 
and stores the association in its database. 

In step 58, server 12 determines whether there 
are any remaining product identification numbers to 
be matched with electronic shelf displays 14. If so, 
then the method loops back to step 56 until there are 
no product identification numbers left. 

If there are no remaining product identification 
numbers to be matched with electronic shelf displays 
14, the method proceeds to step 60, in which server 
12 initializes electronic shelf displays 14 with current 
information such as item price, unit price, location 
code, stock count, facings, and unique identifiers, as 
appropriate. 

In step 62, server 12 organizes the product infor- 
mation for printing and executes an overlay printing 
application which creates an overlay print queue in- 
cluding each of overlays 16. The print queue may be 
created manually or automatically, depending upon 
the needs of the retail establishment 



In step 64, server 1 2 notifies the overlay print ap- 
plication to begin printing the overlays in the print 
queue by overlay printer 18. This step may be per- 
formed automatically or manually with operator inter- 
5 vention. 

In step 66, the method ends. 
Turning now to Fig. 4, the overlay printing meth- 
od associated with Fig. 2 begins with START 70. 
In step 72, server 32 obtains a product identif ica- 
10 tion code for each merchandise item from inventory 
database 38. If a merchandise item is new, its product 
identification number may be entered into the data- 
base at this time. 

In step 74, server 32 downloads the product iden- 
75 tif ication information to factory server 40. 

In step 76, factory server 40 obtains identifica- 
tion numbers for each electronic display 34. 

In step 78, factory server 40 matches each prod- 
uct identification code to a unique electronic shelf dis- 
20 play 34 and stores the association in its database 44. 

In step 80, factory server 40 determines whether 
there are any remaining product identification num- 
bers to be matched with electronic shelf displays 34. 
If so, then the method loops back to step 78 until there 
25 are no product identification numbers left. 

If there are no remaining product identification 
numbers to be matched with electronic shelf displays 
34, the method proceeds to step 82, in which factory 
server 40 initializes electronic shelf displays 34 with 
30 current information such as item price, unit price, lo- 
cation code, stock count, facings, and unique identi- 
fiers, as appropriate. 

In step 84, factory server 40 organizes the prod- 
uct information for printing and executes an overlay 
35 printing application which creates an overlay print 
queue including each of overlays 36. The print queue 
may be created manually or automatically, depending 
upon the needs of the factory process. 

In step 86, factory server 40 notifies the overlay 
40 print application to begin printing the overlays in the 
print queue by factory overlay printer 42. This step 
may be performed automatically or manually with op- 
erator intervention. 

In step 88, factory server 40 activates display lab- 
45 eler 46 which attaches overlays 36 to electronic shelf 
displays 34. 

Advantageously, the second embodiment re- 
quires less store labor as the matching and labeling 
steps are performed at the electronic shelf display 
so factory. 

In step 90, the method ends. 



Claims 

55 

1. A system for printing a plurality of overlays (16) 
containing item information for attachment to new 
electronic shelf displays (14) which are located at 
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a place where the items are sold, the system be- 
ing characterized by a database (20,38,44) con- 
taining the information regarding the items and 
identification information identifying particular 
electronic shelf displays (14); a printer (18,42) for 5 
printing the overlays (16); and a computer termi- 
nal (12,32,40) for matching selected item infor- 
mation to selected identification information, and 
for sending the matched item information to the 
printer (1 8) for printing. 10 

2. A system according to claim 1, characterized in 
that the system is located at a second place out- 
side the first place and wherein the system com- 
prises a second database (20,38), at the first 15 
place containing the item information, and a sec- 
ond server (32) at the first place, which down- 
loads the item information to the first server (40) 

for storage in the first database (44). 

20 

3. A system according to claim 2, characterized by 
a label machine at the second place for attaching 
the printed overlays (16) onto said electronic 
shelf displays (14). 

25 

4. A method of printing a plurality of overlays (16) for 
a plurality of electronic shelf displays (14), the 
method being characterized by the steps of: a) 
obtaining item information relates to items for dis- 
play and information identifying each electronic 30 
shelf display (14); b) organizing said item infor- 
mation into overlays (16) utilizing a computer ter- 
minal (12,32,40); c) executing an overlay printing 
application which creates an overlay print queue 
corresponding to selected shelf displays (14) as 35 
identified by said identification information; and 

d) causing the overlay printing application to print 
the overlays (16) in the print queue. 

5. A method according to claim 4, wherein step (a) 40 
comprises the substeps of: (a-1) obtaining said 

item information from a database (20,38); (a-2) 
obtaining said display information from said da- 
tabase (20,38); (a-3) matching the item informa- 
tion (14); and (a-4) storing matches produced by 45 
step (a-3) in said database (44). 

6. A method according to claim 5 or claim 6, char- 
acterized by the step of: (e) initializing said elec- 
tronic shelf displays (14) with said item informa- so 
tion. 
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(54) System and method for printing overlays for electronic displays devices 



(57) The invention relates to a system and method 
for printing overlays (16) for electronic display devices 
(14) which prints overlays (16) when an item is associ- 
ated with an electronic shelf display (14). A database 
contains identification information for the products as- 
sociated with the electronic shelf displays (14) and iden- 
tification information for the electronic shelf displays 
(14). A computer terminal (12,32,40) retrieves the prod- 
uct information associated with the electronic shelf dis- 
plays (14) from the database (20,38,44) and sends the 



product information to the printer (18,42) in a queue. A 
printer (18,42) prints the overlays (16). In a first embod- 
iment, the printing occurs in a store. In a second embod- 
iment, the printing occurs outside the store, preferably 
by the vendor of the electronic shelf displays (14). For 
this purpose, a computer terminal (13,32) at the store 
downloads product information to another computer ter- 
minal (40) located with the vendor. The vendor takes 
care of printing the overlays (16) and attaching the over- 
lays (16) to the electronic shelf displays (14) in order to 
reduce the store labor required to install the system. 
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